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The Jussi Björling Museum 20 Years: Borlänge
and the Björling Memory
By Harald Henrysson

The original Jussi Björling Museum (“Jussi Björlinggården”)

T

he idea of a Jussi Björling museum
in Borlänge was put forward soon
after his death in September 1960
by a local, culturally active merchant, Göte
Åhsberg. Jussi himself had expressed the
wish to preserve his childhood home at Magasinsgatan, which would later also prove
to be the place of his birth, and had offered
to give concerts for the purpose. Now the
house was soon going to be pulled down
due to large building projects, including expansion of the railway tracks. The first proposal was to move the house to the open-air
museum Tunabygdens gammelgård, and
install an exhibition on the ground floor.
The demolition took place in Autumn
1963 and the material was taken over by an
association formed for the reconstruction,
Jussi Björlings Vänner (JB’s Friends). A few
months earlier, on July 4th, the first of many
musical celebrations of Jussi’s memory
in Borlänge had taken place—his time
combined with the official celebration of
Sweden-America Day.

There were different opinions about
where to rebuild the house, and only in
1967 the relocation to the open-air museum
grounds was decided. The tiny museum Jussi Björlinggården, which was erected there,
was equipped in time for King Gustav VI
Adolf to be the first to sign the guest-book
when he visited Borlänge on 23 November
1968. However, the house that was built
looked quite different from the original one:
only the timbers had been reused and the
second floor, where Jussi was born, was not
included.
Jussi Björlinggården, run by a special
foundation, contained a single exhibition
room, where photographs, a few documents
and costumes, Jussi’s decorations and a
painting were among the objects displayed.
There were also clipping books and a small
record collection which could be played on
the sound system. The official opening took
place on Whitsunday 1969 and was followed by a concert at Stora Tuna Church. A
short time earlier, a new road passing close

12 February 2015 Journal of the Jussi Björling Society

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2015

Plaque on the original Museum, indicating
“this building was constructed of wood from
the Borlänge building where Jussi Björling was
born in 1911. From 1969-1994 it housed the
Jussi Björling Museum.

to the site of the original house had been
named Jussi Björlings Väg (JB Road).
During the following years, the financial
conditions did not permit a renewal of
the exhibition, although some improvements were made. But Jussi’s memory was
celebrated with a number of fine concerts at
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Stora Tuna Church

“Singing in the Snow” Jussi Björling Square—
Borlänge Sweden. Photo: Bengt Krantz.

Stora Tuna Church, sometimes with participation by members of the singing Björling
family. Every third year, a concert was given
—and still is—at the church when the Jussi
Björling Award was presented by the Royal
Opera Soloists to a person from Dalarna, as
the rules prescribed.
In 1977, there were great plans for a Jussi Björling festival to be held in Borlänge the
following year. This project was supported
by about thirty of Jussi’s singing colleagues,
but it met with criticism and it was difficult
to get financial support; the local steelworks
were at the same time hit by a crisis. The
project was postponed and eventually came
to nothing.
Instead, the next great celebration of
Jussi’s memory took place in 1990, 30 years
after his death. A Jussi Björling statue by
the Latvian-Swedish sculptor Willy Gordon
was inaugurated on a new square, named
Jussi Björlings Torg. At the same time, the
Jussi Björling Award was presented in
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Dalarna for the seventh time, and Jussi
Björlingsällskapet (The JB Society), founded
the previous year, held its first meeting
outside Stockholm. The next year, 1991, 80
years after Jussi’s birth, the city arranged a
temporary memorial exhibition during the
summer in the Folkets Hus building, which I
was engaged to put together.
In 1994, the City of Borlänge celebrated an anniversary of its own. It was 50 years
after it was granted a town charter, something that was in 1944 considered important in Sweden. Those in charge, not least
Municipal Commissioner Georg Karlsson,
wanted to use this event to give the city a
pronounced cultural profile. What could be
more natural than to use the world-famous
Jussi Björling as a symbol? The opportunity
was taken advantage of in two different
ways: a singing competition and a museum.
The international Jussi Björling Tenor
Competition attracted 125 tenors from 38
countries, whose recordings were judged
by a jury. 15 tenors were invited to come to
Borlänge and sing in the semi-final, and five
of them made it to the final in the Kupolen
arena on Sunday 23 October. The Chinese
Deng Xiao-Jun was declared winner, with
the Welshman Gwyn Hughes Jones as
runner-up. From an artistic standpoint, the
competition could be regarded as successful,
but it left a large financial deficit. It proved
difficult to get the sponsors the arrangers
had hoped for, and after a few years, plans to
repeat the competition were finally shelved.
The Jussi Björling Museum, on the

Bertil Bengtsson

other hand, recently celebrated its 20th
anniversary, marked by a concert in Borlänge on 4 October 2014. In 1993 it was
decided to house a museum in the villa
then used by the tourist office, situated a
few hundred yards from the place where
Jussi was born. The house had been built in
1926 by a physician for himself, his family
and his practice. In February 1994, I was
hired as a consultant for the project and a
few months later appointed curator of the
new museum, a position I held until my
retirement in 2009 (I was capably replaced
by Jan-Olof Damberg, who had served as
deputy curator for several years). There
were hectic months before the opening, but
the experienced museum architect SvenOlof Gudmunds solved most of the technical problems and Bertil Bengtsson gave
valuable assistance during the final period.
Bertil later returned as deputy for several

summers. The 1991 memorial exhibition
had been an excellent rehearsal!
The museum was opened on 22 October
1994, during the tenor competition, with
Jussi’s widow Anna-Lisa cutting the ribbon.
All material from the old museum, Jussi
Björlinggården, had then been transferred
and included in the collections, to which
especially the Björling family and the Royal
Opera in Stockholm had given—and the
family has continued to give—important
contributions.
Costumes from eight of the roles Jussi
sang—sometimes more than one in the
same role—are among the most conspicuous objects in the thematically arranged
exhibition on the ground floor. Caruso’s
beautiful Rigoletto costume, which his
widow Dorothy gave to Jussi 14 March 1952
as proof of her appreciation, is also there,
along with a folk costume from Jussi’s years
as a touring child prodigy, and Anna-Lisa
Björling’s dress as Juliette to Jussi’s Roméo
in San Francisco. Several paintings of Jussi
Björling are found in the museum; one bust
of him is inside and another—the same one
by Emil Näsvall which is also seen in the
opera houses in Stockholm and New York was placed in front of the museum in 1996.
The framed posters include one from the
premiere of the movie “Fram för framgång,”
which covers a whole wall.
Much has been added to the collections and to the exhibition since 1994. An
occasional visitor will mostly remember
Anna-Lisa Björling
cutting the ribbon at
the official opening of
the Museum

Harald Henrysson and Jan-Olof Damberg in
front of the Museum
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Fram för framgång,
movie poster

Jussi wearing Caruso’s costume from Rigoletto,
a gift from Mrs. Caruso.

the objects on exhibit, but there is also an
extensive archive mirroring Jussi’s career
and life. For instance, the museum houses
almost 1500 issues where Jussi’s voice is
represented on various media, from the first
acoustical 78s to the latest CDs and DVDs
(900 of them CDs), 400 different original
printed programs, 3300 reviews of performances and a vast inventory of other clippings in many languages from Jussi’s career.
Of course, the visitor may listen to every
recording—also those rather few which
have not yet been issued on CD or DVD.
The museum’s regular program activity has included many of Jussi’s Swedish
partners on stage: Elisabeth Söderström,
Ingvar Wixell, Kerstin Meyer, Kjerstin Dellert, Erik Saedén, Arne Tyrén, to mention
only a few. Foreign guests to give lectures
were Cantor Don Goldberg from the US and
Eric Wimbles from the UK, Torsten Brander
from the Gigli Society in Finland and
Ragnhild Nyhus, then head of the Kirsten
Flagstad Museum in Norway – which was
a natural place to visit for inspiration when
the Björling museum was being prepared.
Stephen Hastings presented The Björling
Sound at the museum, where he had been
several times while writing this unique
analysis of Jussi’s recordings. One of the
most memorable events at the museum was

the Jussi Björling Congress in Stockholm
and Borlänge in 1994, celebrating the museum’s 10th anniversary.
The City of Borlänge has never failed
in its support for the Björling Museum,
an important part of its cultural profile. In
the years after the opening, the number of
visitors a year was close to 5,000, but this
gradually dropped considerably, though
with an increase connected with the anniversaries in 2010/11. In later years, between
6 and 17% of visitors were non-Swedish,
with the largest number coming from
Norway, Finland and the US. The guest
books clearly show that for many visitors,
Jussi Björling has played an important role
in their lives and the museum has given
them an experience to remember. The
famous British vocal expert John Steane,
who attended the Jussi Björling Congress in
1994, captioned his one-page report in The
Gramophone “Björling in Borlänge: Of all
singer museums, Björling’s is best.”

A sales transaction in the Jussi Björling
Museum (with Jan-Olof Damberg)

Today, there are discussions about
building a “House of Culture”, where the
Björling Museum could also be housed.
Surely it needs more space, which might
then be available, and it could gain from
various kinds of technical renewal, but it
might also be hard to recreate the special
atmosphere of the doctor’s villa. In any case,
Jussi Björling’s voice and art will continue to
fascinate listeners the world over, and here
is the place to get closest to him. n

Aerial photo of the Jussi Björling Museum (Photo by Rune Borgström, Borlänge)
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